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Dedicated to my family, past and present.




Foreword


I really really enjoy talking. Anyone who’s ever stumbled upon one of my radio shows will have no doubt about that.


I also love words and language. Maybe it’s a hangover from my A level in English Literature – I do appreciate a clever turn of phrase. Or maybe this love precedes my years at sixth form – perhaps the seeds were sown in Dad’s farm kitchen, my nana’s front room or the pub where Mum ruled the roost as landlady: conversation, gossip, wry observations, banter – all swirling around me in a whirlwind of words as I sat quietly in the eye of the storm, soaking it all up.


Painting pictures with words is something I try to do on the wireless – conjuring up images that will hopefully transport the listeners to another place, whisking them away from their desks or the gridlocked traffic on the M6.


I love the buzz of making people laugh too. As the youngest of five I worked out pretty early on that the best way to get any attention from the grown-ups was to clown about. Not much has changed.


This book, then, is an extension of all the above. A big wordy pie packed with all the people, places and ponderings from my first twenty years on this glorious planet. I hope you enjoy tucking into it.


I wanted to tell the story of my upbringing on the farm because whenever I chatted to anyone about whether I could write AN ACTUAL BOOK I discovered my most vivid memories were always about the farm – wherever the sentence began it’d inevitably finish on a pony, by a tractor or in a field with some cows.


The farm is my dad’s – he still lives there. I’ve always been a certified daddy’s girl so it’s been really rather lovely documenting our relationship, which, aside from my husband Ben and the kids, has been the biggest love story of my life.


Having said that, there’s a little twist in the book. No, I’m not adopted (despite my four older siblings occasionally telling me I was found wrapped in chippy paper by the barn door), but writing this book has certainly helped me to unearth the person who I really have to thank/blame for making me who I am today. Typical – only I could write a book and surprise myself with its punchline.


The farm is the place where my story began and now it’s part of my children’s story too; Lola, Isaac and Renee love being at Grandad’s to fuss over a newborn calf or clamber over the hay bales in the barn, just like I did.


They are another reason for writing this book. They just know me as Mummy – shouter of ‘HURRY UP, we’re now officially late!’ in the morning and ‘For the umpteenth time, BRUSH YOUR TEETH AND GET TO BED!’ in the evening … and someone who talks on the radio and pops up on the telly.


I want them to know that as well as head chef and bottle washer I’m another person – a farmer’s daughter, a former bullying victim, an ex-supermodel-cum-barmaid. I’m also hoping that if they know where I’ve literally come from then they’ll understand better where I’m coming from when I nag them about wasting food, working hard, respecting their elders – all the stuff that punctuated my childhood (and therefore this book) and is a big part of who I am.


Now I’m older and approaching my thirties (OK, my mid-forties, whatever) I’ve become more fascinated by what – or rather who – came before me. I want to keep the memory alive of those people who shaped me but are no longer here. Through this book my own children can get to meet their maternal great-grandparents for the first time. I’ve tried to freeze-frame some moments from our family’s history for my children (and perhaps theirs one day) to savour.


I think it’s human nature that as we journey further away from our childhood, we yearn to return, to arc round, circle back towards the things that shaped us from the beginning – the people, the places, the food, the music. The land we lived on. For me it’s my dad’s farmyard, the streets where I played out, the lanes I drove down to my boyfriend’s, the outdoor steps in faraway countries I sat on smoking with my best friend.


Like a thousand-piece jigsaw, all these places slot together to make me who I am. Each friend, each holiday, every family member has added a pencil stroke to the sketch of my life – the portrait of me as a person.


From idolising Lady Diana and several regrettable perms, to being spooked by Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’ video, the polyester-clad eighties feature heavily in my story and it’s a decade I remember with fondness and relish still today.


Looking back helps us to focus on who we are now. I don’t feel I’m much different to the scrawny girl who was insecure and shy at school, but so secure at home nestled among my family that I was a confirmed show-off. Now I guess I’m just brave enough to do my showing off in the most public of ways, on the radio or telly.


Self-belief is a fragile, intricate structure, built up over years, getting stronger over time but still easily wobbled by a setback or criticism. How different am I now from the kid in the corridor praying the teacher arrives at the classroom before the bullies do?


Writing this book has also allowed me to accept my weaknesses and forgive myself for being bullied. I’ve felt frustrated at my seeming willingness to allow myself to be picked on, but as I’ve rifled through those memories I realise it wasn’t my fault; I was powerless and scared – stuck between a rock and a hard-nosed thugette.


We should all look back and be proud of where we’ve come from and how we’ve grown. Occasional pluckiness should be applauded – from riding injuries to crossing continents pocketing adventures and a bit of cash along the way. And moments of fear should be met with compassion and kindness.


I hope you enjoy my jaunt back in time to Bolton, the glorious north – the place whose name runs through my very centre as if I were a stick of seaside rock.


Bolton is a town that’s seen many changes through the years and has struggled to find a new identity since its traditional industries disappeared, but what makes the place is the people – stoic, friendly, practical, kind and hilarious.


Like any working-class town we know how to work hard and play hard. And I’m hoping this book will be a bit like a night in the pub, swapping stories about our upbringing – some funny, some poignant, some far-fetched. So pull up a stool, mine’s a G&T, and let’s begin …




1. One Girl and her Head



‘Just jump!’ So I did. It didn’t go well. Let me explain. I was perched on the end of the loft platform in the barn on the farm where we lived. It was summertime, just before haymaking when all the lovely fresh hay would be brought in by an army of pals and helpers, fuelled by tea and ham butties.


Now, though, the barn was almost empty save for a few old bales knocking around on the dusty floor and a pile of half a dozen or so right next to the loft. These were to be my crash mat. All I had to do was launch myself from my position sitting up in the loft and push away from the wall, gliding majestically onto the scratchy landing below. Think ‘falcon fledgling’s maiden flight from its perch on a cliff’. It was a drop of perhaps eight feet, but to my seven-year-old mind the chasm below might as well have been the Grand Canyon. Or, seeing as this was Bolton, the ‘Reet Grand Canyon’.


My older sister Yvonne was the one encouraging me to jump. I was grateful that she was playing with me so I was keen to impress. As the youngest of five I was used to being a walking, talking booby prize to my older siblings. An unwelcome addition. A skin tag on the neck of fun. Like stabilisers on a bike I slowed them down and made them look uncool.


The unruly gang of scuffed-kneed siblings was led by Robert, the eldest, boasting a full twelve years on me. He was tall and bonnie with a snub nose and dark hair. He had a deep authoritative voice even as a teenager and was caring and sensible in equal measure. Next came the twins, a mere twenty months his junior. David – tall and slim, matching dark mop above a shower of freckles, and a practical nature but more shy than Robert. Dot – younger than David by two minutes and comfortable in the protective shadow of her older brothers, sensitive, willowy, with a sweet face and pale aqua eyes framed by fine mousey locks. Next was Yvonne, much younger than them but a full four years older than me – she wore her seniority with pride; long dark-blonde hair, olive-green eyes and porcelain skin, lips often chapped during winter so that in old faded photos she looks like she’s wearing a smudge of red lippy. They were bigger than me – faster, stronger, busier. I seemed to stand rejected in their slipstream whenever they went about their business.


If they tried to sneak off on some adventure they’d edge away along the farm lane and just as they thought they’d escaped, Mum’s loud, bird-startling voice would boom out, ‘Take Sarah with you!’ I’d emerge from behind her (while I still could before I outgrew her – Mum is tiny, a 4'11" pocket-sized, bespectacled badass, with an impressive bosom and cracking legs) and, with her cropped permed hair – blonde, auburn, hazelnut-coloured depending on the week – quivering, she’d holler instructions to them. She’s a force to be reckoned with even now – a sharp tongue but a soft heart – you always know where you are with Mum and even if you’re in the doghouse she won’t let you languish there for long. Confident, funny. Really loves to natter on. This apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree.


Back then though I was half girl, half forehead – a trait that was a target for classmates, both figuratively with a plethora of nicknames (slaphead, fivehead, fodder) and literally as they’d heartily slap it while running past, high-fiving my fivehead.


So the fact my sister had agreed to hang out with me and my forehead was a big deal. Sure, the downside was she wanted me to jump off high stuff to certain death for her own amusement, but at least I’d die knowing I wasn’t a chicken. Turns out I wasn’t a falcon either.


I took a deep breath. I jumped. I didn’t push away from the platform, though, I sort of nudged my bottom over the edge, so instead of springing away from the wall I slid down it like a blob of custard dripping down a kitchen tile.


In fact I stuck so closely to the wall, hurtling down on my shoulder blades like sledge runners, that I didn’t even make it onto the bales below but tumbled between them and the wall, like a lost mitten down the back of a radiator.


I looked up to see my sister’s horrified face frozen in a grimace – part sympathy, part worry in case I grassed her up to Mum, and part admiration at how I’d managed a vertical human bobsleigh down a barn wall.


The good news was I didn’t die and I didn’t break any bones. The only evidence of my misjudged jump was the two red raw tramlines down my back that made me look like I’d been mowed down by a joyrider in a Silver Cross pram.




2. Making an Entrance



Growing up on my parents’ farm in the seventies and eighties was like having my very own slightly deadly adventure playground, and us kids were often getting into scrapes.


Grundy Fold Farm is still there and my dad still runs it. It isn’t vast – discard the picture you may have in your mind’s eye of rolling hills stretching as far as the eye can see, like a giant’s patchwork quilt. In a soft furnishing analogy it’s less quilt, more fabric swatch.


It’s a small tenanted holding. It used to be around forty acres but now is more like fifteen thanks to the surrounding housing estates, the semi-detached red-brick homes seeming to shuffle silently ever closer to the farmhouse, tarmac inching over the outskirts of Dad’s fields, steadily nibbling away at its edges.


From the farmyard you can look out over the front field and imagine you’re in the countryside but a quick glance to the left and you see the homes that now hug the farm lane, back-garden trampolines peeping over the fences.


Still, it is a proper farm and my dad’s a proper farmer, as were his dad and his own father before him. In fact, farming goes way back in our bloodline. A TV show about family history asked me to feature, to look at my forebears’ role in the world wars, but after further investigation it became apparent that on Dad’s side no one fought in any conflicts because as far back as records went the menfolk were listed as ‘farmer’ or ‘butcher’ – occupations excused from call-up because they provided food for the nation. My Cox ancestors brandished not a bayonet during wartime but a joint of beef.


My dad, Len, is still working hard on the farm. He’s over six feet tall and gifted all us offspring his long legs. A face that’s as handsome as it is lived-in, with pale-blue eyes, kind and crinkled, sitting underneath a nearly bald head that’s tanned from being outdoors all seasons. He has a slight limp thanks to a badly broken ankle years ago, so he walks like he’s got a bit of gravel in his boot. Driving the tractor, handling the cattle, lugging bales around and ‘shovelling cack’ (his words, not mine) have kept him fit and strong. His hands are the size of dinner plates and he’s tough.


I’ve seen him smash through ice with his bare hands when the cows’ water troughs have frozen over. It may or may not have been a coincidence that he did that once in front of a new boyfriend I’d taken up to meet him; a kind of ‘Watch it, son. If I can do this to three inches of solid ice imagine what I could do to your neck if you dick my daughter about.’


The few boyfriends who were deemed good enough to get to the farm always looked meek and slightly pathetic, stood in my dad’s mighty shadow, quivering in their borrowed wellies that looked as alien on them as kitten heels on a cow.


Spoken like a true daddy’s girl, I know.


Like any family ours has had its dramas, and when my mum met Dad she was a petite nineteen-year-old and he was a divorced older man with three young children to look after: a boy of six called Robert and four and a half year-old twins, Dorothy and David.


Mum fell in love with Dad and with his kids, raising them as her own. Having kids now myself, I find that pretty bloody mind-boggling – it was a testament to how much she must’ve loved Dad (and how gorgeous the kids were too) that Mum didn’t saddle up the nearest heifer and gallop off into the sunset. I’m glad she stuck around because a few years later they had my sister Yvonne and then, in December 1974, I put in an appearance.


Mum’s story of my birth was less Call the Midwife and more Carry on Through the Cervix.


Being an awkward madam, I decided I wanted to rock a breach vibe and come out feet first, which, you don’t need to be a genius to work out, stings a bit for the poor labouring woman.


Mum recalls how, with it being mid-December (Friday the 13th no less), the doctor who had been summoned to help had arrived straight from the hospital’s Christmas party.


I like to think he’d been pulled out of the midsection of a conga chain and diverted to the labour ward, possibly with a few pissed orderlies still attached.


I also imagine his tie was wonky and he was still wearing a cone party hat held on with an elastic chinstrap. This was 1974 so I’m certain he’d have been wearing a swirly pattered shirt, possibly in orange, with brown flares. According to Mum he’d been enthusiastically putting the ‘merry’ into Merry Christmas and was half-cut to the extent that, once I was safely out, when Mum needed a little patching up, he had to close one eye as he struggled to thread the needle, tongue poking out of the corner of his mouth in concentration.


Knowing my mother, this last detail could be an embellishment, but she swears it’s true. In fact, when I recently put it to Mum that these details seemed a little over the top she even added to them, saying the young doctor had a bottle of Cinzano tucked under his arm.


My entrance into the world wasn’t straightforward. Not only was I greeted at the door by a pissed man wearing a party hat like some rubbish seventies housewarming, but I was born with a dislocated hip and an allergy to milk.


Mum had to sit my four siblings down and gently explain that I was a ‘special baby’. It’s probably best they had a heads-up; I wasn’t wearing the usual newborn attire of a cute Babygro but instead a contraption that was half dungarees, half tree-surgeon harness, with straps over my shoulders and round my waist and connected to my ankles. This look was topped off, literally, with my magnificent forehead, a bonnet stretched over the tip, like a tea cosy on a missile.


Despite being fixed by the clever doctors my legs have let me down on occasion. During times of extreme pressure and physical exertion I’d often come a cropper. I’m no natural athlete and I maintain to this day a spring onion shape. Some women lament being apple- or pear-shaped but with my aforementioned acre of forehead plastered across my huge head and my lack of hips that whittle away down to skinny long legs I’m a dead ringer for a scallion.


I was never therefore very aerodynamic and struggled with running fast, my long legs going like the clappers with my gargantuan noggin bobbin about on top. From a distance I probably looked like I was running holding a helium balloon.


I dreaded sports days and struggled to find an event I could master. I sacked off the sack race and wasn’t particularly smashing at the egg and spoon.


On one sports day I decided to go for glory. I was to compete in the 100m sprint. In fact, that’s probably overstating it. I was five years old and the track was about twenty yards of a dusty sports field. As I stepped up to the starting line I looked sideways at my competitors, ready to take them down. I managed to block out the roar of the crowd (a few teachers and a handful of mums) so I could focus.


We took our positions and as the firing pistol rang out (whistle was blown) we surged forward, necks straining, arms pumping, legs flying.


At least that’s what the other kids did. Not me. The pressure to perform and the flood of adrenaline through my skinny limbs meant that when the whistle blew, my legs gave way and I crumpled to the floor like one of Fred Dibnah’s chimney stacks.


As the other kids streamed through the finish ribbon, I was marooned at the start. Mum came and gathered me up from the floor and dusted me down. Usually after an unsuccessful race your mum can say ‘It’s not the winning that’s important but the taking part’ but I didn’t even manage that.


My school had two fantastic assets. The first was chocolate custard – a now rarely seen substance served at the same temperature as the earth’s core and the same consistency as emulsion. The Farrow & Ball colour equivalent would be ‘wet spaniel’ or ‘conker vomit’. The other good thing was the school’s proximity to our farm.


The sports field that witnessed my start-line humiliation ran parallel with my dad’s fields, separated by a line of prickly yew trees and a wooden fence.


Beyond that lay Dad’s fields, split into wonky slices by trees and barbed-wire fences, the broad iron gates allowing passage from field to field.


Each gate swung out over a worn-away area. In wet times it was a welly-snatching trap to navigate – all ploughed up by the cattle, congregating in the hope of being let into the dry or at the very least getting a few slices of sweet hay. In summer it became bald and dusty from the tractor and trailer driving through, compacting the hard earth.


Beyond the front fields lay four more, each with a name: the pond (containing a pond), the open cast, the lane, and Stopes, named after the road that ran alongside it.


From the school playground I could see the front fields and the barn, a vast light-grey brick block, its upper section made up of slats of pale wood.


The proximity of the farm was a source of both joy and pain; although it was torturous in that I was so close and yet so far away from home (just taking off and popping home for a swift half of Vimto was firmly discouraged by the spoilsport teachers), I still loved to be able to gawp out of the windows daydreaming and see home.


Not only could I see home, unfortunately I (and everyone else) could often smell it too.


In early spring Dad would take a huge orange tank, like a massive can of pop on its side, fill it with liquid slurry, hook it up to his tractor and take off around the fields, liberally spraying ample amounts of nutrient-packed but extremely whiffy poo smoothie.


The aroma would travel quickly and at playtime us kids were hit with the dense stench; a bit like the famous gravy advert, but as the wisps of scent danced through air towards their eager nostrils, instead of ‘Mmmm … Bisto’ they said ‘Urgh … poo’, quickly followed by shouts of ‘Oi Coxy, that’s your dad making that smell.’


I began to dread this time of year as I knew the kids would give me as much shit as my dad was spreading.




3. Benji and the Missing Ball



Masefield Primary welcomed me back recently to film a documentary there on friendship. It was lovely to sit watching the kids run riot round the playground, some completely oblivious to the cameras, others lobbing a ball towards us so they could coyly retrieve it while smiling shyly at the camera.


It would’ve been a great shot, me stood in the playground staring into the middle distance and saying wistfully ‘I remember when all this was fields,’ but it IS all still fields. Happily, not much had changed in over three decades, apart from a new wire fence cordoning off the playground from the grass beyond, which back in the day would’ve scuppered mine and Benji’s fun.


Benji was a Lakeland terrier, a real jaunty, self-assured little fella who’d occasionally trot across the field from Dad’s and swagger around the playground causing near hysteria among the kids.


Shouts of ‘Dog! Dog!’ would go up and I’d be packed off to grab him and return him home. Obviously for ‘safety’ reasons I’d need to take a friend, so my chosen pal and I would escort Benji across the playing field like security ejecting a troublesome festival-goer. Dad would welcome us with open arms and crack open the ice pops. I’ve lovely memories of hastily munching snacks at the breakfast bar in the farm kitchen, knowing we’d have to leg it back to school sharpish.


Benji was gorgeous – just below knee height and compact, with small dark intelligent eyes and wiry chestnut-coloured hair on his face, legs and chest. He sported a superhero cape of black glossy curls along his back.


If he had had a superpower it would’ve been ‘Mega ratter!’ – the scourge of all whisker-twitching vermin daft enough to set paw on his territory. He was a working dog and was never happier than when snout-deep in rodent scent, like a wine connoisseur with their nose in a spicy Shiraz. He was often found wriggling his bendy frame behind bales of musty hay, on a one-dog mission to catch whatever rat was lurking in the crevices of the barn.


The ‘Norway’ or ‘brown’ rat population (which, puzzlingly, isn’t remotely Nordic and isn’t uniformly brown, rat fact fans) has been on the rise over the last thirty years thanks to warmer winters, which means longer breeding periods. With their fondness for merrily defecating near enough constantly, spreading diseases, damaging buildings and machinery and causing fires by gnawing through electricity cables, it’s fair to say that rats really aren’t high on the list of farmers’ most favourite things, which, judging by my dad, I think begins with a brew at No. 1, then biscuits, then talking with his farmer buddies about cows; ‘rats’ is at the end at about No. 41,349.


We did our best to keep the buggers down and Benji took real pride in helping. Just as a rat is hard-wired to breed, to gnaw, to poop, this tough little terrier was bred to take them down.


At the height of summer when the barn needed ridding of the dusty old hay before the new fresh stuff was brought in from the fields, we’d gather to shift the bales that had lined the barn walls since the year before like the pastry casing of a huge square pie. The workers and friends who’d arrived to help with haymaking knew that the first morning would be taken up with clearing out not only the hay but its inhabitants as well.


On a couple of occasions I would perch on the edge of the loft next to my siblings (I wasn’t tempted to jump – lesson learned) and as my dad’s pals dismantled the remaining walls of hay like huge Lego blocks, we’d poke a pitchfork down the back of the bales, creating a kind of Indiana Jones-style obstacle course for the rats, who had to run the gauntlet down the corridor of prongs jabbing them towards the concrete floor. At these moments I secretly hoped I wouldn’t feel the soft thud of furry flesh underneath my fork; that’d be too much. This was Bolton, not Game of Thrones.


As their empire steadily disappeared the rats would have to make a run for it through the vast barn doors and out to the open fields with Benji in hot pursuit.


More often than not they’d escape to freedom, but occasionally a cheer would go up when a slightly slower one was unlucky and Benji could be seen shaking his prize like a rag.


Looking back it all seems a bit gruesome and it was. It’s a million miles from my own kids’ lives. The only rodent they’ll encounter is our hamster Cheddar; and our dogs Beano and Dolly, fluffy white Maltese ruled by the cat (Watson), might like chasing squirrels but if they came face to face with a rat they wouldn’t know what to do with it. Beano would be just as likely to bake it a quiche as he would to break its neck with a few deft shakes.


By the time Benji died he had a few bits missing – a goolie and a corner of an ear had been lost in battle, as had a few teeth. If I have one resounding memory of that dog it’s that if he worked hard, he played even harder.


He had his hobbies – he loved brawling, fast women and fast cars. Benji picked fights with any big dog that crossed his path despite being snack-size to them. It was like he was channelling every badass character Vin Diesel had ever played. He also was quite the romancer – if any bitch was on heat within a two-mile radius Benji would be up her garden path in no time.


His liking for fast cars, or at least chasing them, caused us no end of worries. On one side of our house was the farm proper, the buildings and fields, but on the other side, through a heavy, squawky-hinged blue gate, lay a housing estate.


Like a Bolton version of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, that gate was the door through which you’d step into a new world: not a snow-covered Narnia full of curious characters, but a vast estate with a fair few colourful characters. Hundreds of neatly kept small semis spread across a myriad of avenues and crescents. Little has changed; maybe the family Cortina and the kids’ Chopper bikes have been replaced by Ford Focuses and scooters, but it was and still is a nice enough area. It was never rough – not mattress-in-the-front-garden rough.


Beyond the gate always felt like a different land; on the farm we were in our own little kingdom, we were safe, knew the rules and could gallivant around the yard, fields and buildings with no worries. But beyond the gate was the real world and this is where Benji would get into scrapes.


On the farm he barely batted a darkly lashed eyelid at Dad trundling past on his tractor and neither did he pay any attention to visitors pulling up in their cars, but once through the gate and onto the estate, Benji had an inexplicable and pathological hatred of vehicles and would pursue them, barking furiously. If it had an engine and four wheels it was fair game. His absolutely favourite quarry to chase through those streets was the ice cream van.


You’ve gotta admire this plucky terrier; he certainly had balls (well, one at least). Choosing a pastel-coloured ton of van as his mortal enemy, he’d set off towards the estate as the unmistakable strains of ‘Greensleeves’ chimed into audio range, announcing Mr Whippy’s arrival.


If I’d managed to find Mum or Dad in time to cadge 50p I’d join the queue of kids, salivating at the thought of a lemonade or banana lolly, high on a heady combination of anticipation and the diesel fumes pumping out of the van’s exhaust.


Benji would satisfy himself with sniffing around on a nearby lawn, acting as if the ice cream van was of no consequence to him. But when the crowds of kids had dispersed and the monster’s engine roared and pulled away from the kerb, that was his cue to attack.


I’m not saying Benji wasn’t a smart dog but to try to bite a moving wheel isn’t the brightest idea. It’s not only highly dangerous but must’ve hurt too – as the van trundled off Benji would be running alongside the rear wheel trying his damnedest to get a gobful of rubber tyre. He must’ve had gums of steel.


Luckily he never fully got a purchase on it or he could’ve become attached and whizzed round and round, thwacking road and mudflap in quick succession like some macabre wheel decoration. It was only when the van groaned from first to second gear and picked up speed that Benji’s little springy terrier legs could no longer keep up and his nemesis would make its getaway, disappearing into the sunset; well, into Chester Avenue at least.


I like to think there’s a real possibility that one or two of Benji’s peggies are still lodged in a tyre lying in a scrapyard somewhere.




4. Cold Jubblys



Grundy Fold Farm lies just on the outskirts of Little Lever and Bradley Fold. The latter is quite remote. Dad knows a few farmers over that way. Narrow roads wind round sloping fields dotted with sheep. Stone cottages, the occasional tractor slowing the traffic and blind corners hiding horse-riders mark it out as being rural. It has its picturesque moments even in winter, its bare hedgerows framing the bleak but beautiful land. The former, Little Lever, is a place I often refer to on the radio as a ‘charming little hamlet’ as an in-joke to anyone who knows it. If Little Lever is a hamlet then I’m Dame Shirley Bassey. I love it though and I know my way round it better than anywhere I’ve lived since. I think the place where you ride your bike as a kid is the place you truly know back to front. I might not know all the street names but I know the footpaths, the ginnels and the short-cuts.


Residents refer to it as ‘the village’ but that’s not accurate either – a village conjures up images of vicars, hanging baskets, duck ponds and thatched roofs.


What it is is a collection of sprawling estates and residential areas surrounding a high street that boasts my most favourite chippy in the world, a couple of chemists, shops and these days a massive supermarket, replacing the long-dead local minimarts, one of which was Hanburys. God, I loved that place, whose shelves were so cluttered it looked like one of those Channel 5 documentaries on hoarding.


Despite the aisle space being narrowed down to the width of a Weetabix by all the produce bulging from the shelves they still had little wonky trolleys, used mainly as mini cages on wheels to stop lil’ darlings like me running riot and sliding a multipack of Blue Riband in among Mum’s everyday essentials.


Recently while filming Back in Time for Tea, a BBC2 show about food and social history in the north, I discovered Hanburys had thirty-one stores in the north-west, eight of them in Bolton. They were first opened in 1889 by Jeremiah Hanbury and were among a handful of thriving independent supermarkets that could be found before the Big Four came striding into every town and swept aside all competition.


I find as I get older I care more and more about history, about where we come from, what went before.


If I’d told my twenty- or even thirty-year-old self about the beginnings of Hanburys I would’ve been met with the same blank stare I get from my own kids now when I point out a statue or interesting bit of architecture.


I first had an inkling I was heading towards middle age way back in 2005 while on a train to, ironically enough, a massive Radio 1 festival called the Big Weekend. Each summer the station would take the music line-up to a less obvious area than the usual big destinations. This year it was Sunderland’s turn to welcome the circus to town. Tens of thousands of locals were allocated free tickets as world-class headliners rolled in for the weekend, hosted by all the Radio 1 DJs. They were huge events but as we approached Durham train station I wasn’t struck breathless by the thought of the Foo Fighters, Kasabian or No Doubt – no, I was bowled over by the beautiful railway bridges with their high, narrow arches in warm yellow stone that framed the green hills behind.


Since then of course the signs have come too thick and fast to list or even notice … I now take pride in my full-blown middle-age symptoms and even took a puzzle book to do by the pool on holiday this year.


Back to the overstuffed aisles of Hanburys. In summertime Mum would treat us to Jubblys (stop giggling at the back), which were ice-pops encased in curious pyramid packaging made of the toughest cardboard ever created. I’m sure NASA would have some use for it if they realised its durability. Looking back, maybe Jubblys weren’t that delicious and it was just such a mission to rip, bite and gnaw the packaging open that when the sweet, partly melted lolly eventually flooded your mouth the flavour was accentuated by relief.


Apart from Jubblys, Mum didn’t really embrace too many food fads despite the early eighties being a hotbed of new, exciting convenience food. I’d watch the adverts on the telly for Findus crispy pancakes with their tagline of ‘Every day has a different taste’ and I’d think ‘Yes! That’s me! I want every day to have a different taste!’ – the close-up of a slightly bobbly looking half-moon of pancake the colour of Homer Simpson, being sliced open to reveal its lumpy brown innards oozing out like some gravy mudslide, looked unbelievably scrumptious to my young eyes.


Much to my dismay, Mum insisted we ate proper food made from scratch and no amount of pleading would budge her. I absolutely love Mum’s cooking though; her melt-in-the-mouth beef in red wine sauce was a thing of true wonder. Her Christmas lunch had mash AND roasties – potatoes two ways? What a woman.


Her broth was my absolute favourite though and she’s now given me her old broth pan. Forget inheriting Great-Aunt Fanny’s pearls, I was over the moon with my broth pan, which is silver with a few scorch marks and is big enough to bath an Alsatian in. The recipe involves some embarrassment as the main ingredient sounds like a sleazy bit of cockney rhyming slang – you need a certain confidence to walk into a butchers and ask for a ham shank without breaking eye contact. It’s worth it though. The ham shank is so salty that if you were to throw it into the Dead Sea it’d gag and spit it back out, so it needs soaking. Once soaked you lob it into the pan atop a mountain of diced veg and boil the bejesus out of it, adding soaked soup mix along the way. The result is a greyish (stick with me) liquid with a flavour as deep as a mother’s love. Each spoonful brings with it tiny treasures of celery, turnip, onion or lentil with a chunk of soft, stringy, pink ham.


If there is a national broth society I’m hoping they’d approve of the PR job I’m doing here.


Sadly, however, no amount of spin can convince my own family to eat it. After hours of me slaving over the stove, my face shiny with hope and condensation, only my eldest will have some and even then I suspect it’s a sympathy slurp. No matter, I make it anyway and freeze it. Like salmon are driven to swim upstream to spawn, I make broth because it’s in my genetic make-up.


It doesn’t sound like much but this and her chilli con carne are the two recipes my mum has handed down to me and they were the two pillars that held up my childhood teatimes.


When I say Mum handed down the recipe for her chilli it’s a slight exaggeration. After decades of eating the rich, dark chilli with rice, washed down with cold milk, I thought it was maybe time for her to pass on the secrets of its deliciousness. I was also about to appear with potty-mouthed chef Gordon Ramsay on his show The F-Word. The challenge was for us to compete to make the same dish, which would be blind-tasted and judged by a panel. I thought that chilli con carne would be perfect – who could beat Mum’s home-made delight? The conversation went thus: ‘Mum, please can I have your chilli recipe?’ Now at this point I hoped for a hushed whisper, revealing a complicated list of rare spices sourced possibly from a rainforest, but instead she just said ‘Oh, I’ve always used a packet mix, Schwartz is quite good.’ I was genuinely gobsmacked that one of my all-time favourite meals had come from a packet. Seems Mum was up for convenience foods after all. Her secret trick was to put half a tin of baked beans into the chilli to soften the kick of the spice for us kids. Suffice to say I lost the cooking challenge and Gordon was almost lost for words that I’d committed such culinary crimes.


Despite the trauma I still make chilli with baked beans for my kids and they like it, whatever Ramsay reckons.


Mum’s cooking skills came in handy on the farm as there were often extra mouths to feed, especially during haymaking, one of the busiest times on the farm, when there’d be a small army of helpers turning up to get the hay in. Arable farmers have for centuries watched the skies, trying to predict the weather and fathom its patterns. During haymaking my dad was at the mercy of the rain, which we get a lot of up north.


The far two fields in winter were knobbled and gnarled, but they transformed in the summer and grew lush long grass that towered above me. Once dried out by the warmth of the sun, it turned a beautiful golden and green hue and could be cut and left in long rows, ready to be gathered up by the metal fingers of the baler, swiftly knitted into neat blocks of compacted hay and then dropped out of the back like a huge mechanical goose laying oblong eggs.


For it to be cut and baled it had to be dry, which meant relying on the Great British Summertime. Farmers now use minute-by-minute weather apps to help save time and avoid disaster but Dad just had Michael Fish and luck.


Once Dad had had a couple of days of dry weather and the go-ahead from the weathermen it was all hands on deck in a race against the rain. Make hay while the sun shines isn’t just a cute quip. Dad would rally the troops: my big brothers Robert and David plus a couple of their mates, including Andy with the metal-rimmed specs who had a look of Freddie Mercury, and Diddy, a lad from the village who was a right rum ’un. He reminded me of a pirate with his shining eyes, pierced ear and inky black hair. His nickname became the only name anyone knew him by, earned by him being what is technically known as a shortarse. There was also Mel, who helped out on the farm – a lovely man, quiet and considered, who Dad relied on; he sported a five o’clock shadow at 10 a.m. and had a head of dark curls with a matching tache. Then there was John, a family friend – bleached blond hair, toothy grin, daft as a brush – who was as much of a joker as he was a hard grafter.


John would be joined by Kim, his future wife, though neither of them knew it yet – then he could only dream of such riches. Kim had kept her horse on Dad’s farm and was a similar age to my eldest sister Dot. She became a good friend of Dad’s (now ex) wife. Kim was striking – tall and slender with bright hair the colour of pumpkins that fell in thick waves to her shoulders, and a dusting of pale freckles scattered over her nose. She was a grafter too, strong and athletic. She would muck in with the best of them and could cope with both the bales and the banter. John’s face always lit up whenever he clapped eyes on Kim but it’d be another decade or so before she finally gave in to his charms.


Once the welcome cups of tea had been drained and the barn had been cleared and swept, haymaking proper would begin. Dad would be pulling a trailer with a tractor, following along behind the baler, with a couple of people picking up the bales and chucking them up to the men waiting on top of the trailer, balancing with their feet wide as if snowboarding. Chucking a bale upwards is most efficiently done using one smooth motion – lifting the bale first by the two lengths of orange twine holding it together, then a knee to propel it upwards momentarily onto your forearms, the momentum then helping the last upward movement as you push it up and away and onto the trailer.


The key was to get into a rhythm, using each body part like a footballer doing keepy-uppies. It was a schoolboy error to be seduced by the sunshine and wear shorts and a vest top – knees and arms would bear angry red scratches from the prickly bales, battle scars from a day’s haymaking.


I was too little to gather the hay but I had the important duty of providing lubrication in the form of tea. As the crew toiled away I would make my way over the fields with a tray bearing cups of hot tea and coffee. It was hot, dusty, thirsty work haymaking, so I would feel like an important cog without which the whole machine wouldn’t work. Each mug would be filled and then cling film stretched over the top; a genius idea, otherwise by the time I’d made it over the bobbly field most of the tea would’ve sloshed out onto the tray, like a small-scale It’s A Knockout game.


There was plenty of banter, practical jokes and mickey-taking to lighten the load of so much physical slog. As well as the shouted instructions from Dad and Mel, laughter rang out across the field from this merry band of men – they were here because they liked Dad and my brothers, enjoyed the craic and were paid well, in sandwiches and maybe a turkey at Christmas. Mum would construct vast piles of butties ready for when the towering hay trailer came trundling steadily towards the barn for unloading – soft white bread, butter, ham, sliced in half, arranged on big dinner plates and devoured in seconds by the workers, like a swarm of locust through a barley crop.


I loved haymaking; it was one of my favourite times of year. The farm would be bustling, cars and vans bumping up the lane and pulling into the yard as the helpers rocked up. There was a real energy to the place, the feeling of folk mucking in together. The buzz of bringing in all the hay, the camaraderie and little me in the middle, fetching tea and trying not to get under everyone’s feet. Once the barn was packed and stacked, fit to busting with new fresh hay and the massive blue sliding doors closed and padlocked, there was a real feeling of achievement. Knowing the hay was safely in and livestock could be catered for for the next year was something to celebrate; back at the farmhouse cans of cold beer were cracked open, more butties made, and the banter continued long after the sun faded over the newly bare fields.




5. Twelve Pots of Pond’s



Away from the farm, on the weekends my eldest siblings would let their hair down at the local nightspot. Its name was Touch of Class but it had a few nicknames including ‘Touch of Ass’ or, my personal favourite, ‘Touch of Crotch’. I never got to feel my feet stick to the dance floor of that particular establishment, though; instead I was down the pub. A family favourite was the Queen Anne – a vast red-brick building, a myriad of different rooms accessed along cream-tiled floors through dark wood and opaque glass doors.


These were the glorious eighties – decades before smoking bans, when parents thought nothing of sparking up centimetres from their offspring’s faces.


In fact, so smoky were some of these pubs that kids got skilled at recognising their folks by their footwear peeping out below the dense fog of fag smoke. Once through the door of the snug the men became grey clouds wearing brown leather slip-ons.


My mum’s mum, Nana, was the only woman who made having a fag seem remotely glamorous. Her packet of Benson & Hedges would be decanted into a silk purple paisley-patterned case with a golden clasp and she would hold her glowing ciggie between long fingers adorned with sparkling rings and always immaculately manicured fingernails, painted fuchsia pink. I have Nana’s long nail-beds so they look decent even when cut to the quick – it’s kind of comforting to think that once you’re gone there are still whispers of you that echo through those you left behind.


Nana always smelled gorgeous, of face powder and perfume. Her golden-blonde hair was set into smart, slightly bouffant curls, framing a kind face with smooth skin and a dab of frosty pink lippy. Nana never washed her face with water, preferring instead Pond’s cold cream. Each year on her birthday my grandad bought her twelve pots of the stuff to last her the year. It’s not as showy as a dozen red roses but I think it’s a thousand times more romantic.


Nana was pretty chic, often dressed in a floral number made at her dressmaking classes. I’d go along with her when I was really little. I remember her and her pals in the community centre, cutting out dress patterns, bent over sewing machines and gossiping over tea and fags.


Nana was a member of a few groups, including the fabulously named Lady Glades. Sure, in retrospect it sounds more like a feminine hygiene product than a secret society but that’s exactly what it was, like the Masons but for working-class women. The Lady Glades gathered every Monday night in a room above the Queen Anne pub.


My grandad was in the male version of which the Glades were an offshoot. They had come up with their own female version as they weren’t allowed to join the male one: the Royal Antediluvian Order of Buffaloes, or ‘The Buffs’ for short. Funny to think now that a group of middle-aged men in Bolton called themselves buffaloes. I like to imagine how the name came about in the first place, when the group was founded in 1822:


‘OK, so settle down please, gents. Jeff likes Stag but there’s too many connotations with that – there’ll be no being stripped naked and tied to a lamp-post in this society, unless specially requested ha-ha, no, seriously though … Alf said Rhino but they’re expensive – they charge too much – little joke there. Reg likes Buffalo cos like him it’s heavy, hairy and has a slightly hunched back.’


‘Last orders, gents.’


‘OK, Buffaloes it is. Let’s pop a “royal” at the front to make it fancy. Mine’s half a mild if you’re buying, George.’


Both groups were philanthropic organisations, raising money for charity, and each had a hierarchy and used badges, medals and sashes. I found the sashes fascinating – I’d only ever seen them on beauty queens, so seeing my nana slip hers on was like watching a grown-up playing dress-up.


But I suspect this generation that came through a war also enjoyed a bit of pomp and ceremony and were comfortable with order and rank. And liked getting together with their pals and having a drink.


On Remembrance Sunday I’d march with my mum, nana, grandad and the Buffs and Lady Glades. It being nippy in November, my grandad Vince would wear a massive dark-chocolate-coloured coat that I thought made him look especially buffaloesque. Maybe it was the pelt from an alpha buffalo he had to wrestle and kill and skin to gain entry to the Buffs … unlikely, in retrospect – buffalo weren’t common in Little Lever and my grandad was only five foot in his stocking feet.


The procession of dozens of people of all generations, cagoules and perms fluttering in the breeze, solemnly wound its way through the village from the community centre, past the newsagents, a couple of chippies and the minimarket to outside the library, where the names of the village’s war dead were carved on a huge stone plaque.


Grandad and his pals all proudly wore their medals on bright ribbons on the left breast of their coats. Some frailer than others, some in wheelchairs. I loved the feeling of us all marching for one reason, moving en masse.
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